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Yhe purpose of this paper is to examine changes tn the academic'

self-concepts of.a group of community college students who have experi-

ended success-or failure according to their own criteria.for success.

Typically, academic self-concept is studied in relation to,itudent

success defined'by grades or test sco'res. In this study, stuclents are

labelled successful if they met-their own self-selected criteria, and

unsuccessful if they did not.

Although educators have discussed the importance of self-concept for
t t.

many decades, our theoretical and empirical knowledge about self-concept

is spotty, and sometimes cohtradictory (Shavelson, HubnerA Stanton, 1976;

Marsh & Smith, 1982). While many believe that self-concept can be viewed

'as havfng many facets (for examr;le, academic soCial,,physical, and
I 4

emotional, Shavelson et al.,.1976)-the evidence for this yiew is,not

clearcut. What is clear though, is that academic self-codcept, however

megsured, is significantly correlated to school achievement. Bloom .(1976)

estimates the correlation to be approlcimately .50 aftei fi th grade.

Otherevidence (Kifer, 1975) indicates that academic'sel -concept changes

over time and that successful and unsuccessful students become lesi and

less like each other in terms of academic self-concept as theie achieve-
. .

ment patterns change: The point of this study is to demonstrate hpw

individual expectations and self-selected criteria for success mediate

between academic self-concept andischool achievement.

METHOD
,01

This study analyzed'data Collected in six basic mathematics classes

%

at the City C011egesiof Chicago during a sixteen Week autumn-semester..
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The students-involved in the study are.representative of students enrol.led

in large urban commynity college districts--they are older than traditional

college freshmen and sophomores, and they have relatively poor academic

backorounds, The sample contains 135 women (78%) and 39 men (22%). Of

the 174 students initially enrolled in the six cfasses inthe study, 112

passed with a.grade of A to D, 30 failed with an F, and 32.withdrew or

stopped attending class:

The students.completed questionnaires contatning.two subject-specific

academic telf-concept,scales, plus two items designed to measure their

selMelected criteria for success at the beginning andend 'of the Semester.

Both of the,self-concept scales refer specifically to mathematics as a

school subject. The first, the MiChigan State'Self-Concept of Ability

Scale.(Brookover, 1964)(Contains eight itemithaterequire students to

compare.theirmathematical abtlitiesItotheir friends'. One item from the

scale is "How do you rate your ability in math coMpared with your friends?"

The second scale,,the Nationdi Longitudinal Study of Mathematics Ability
c -

(NLSMA) scale.was adafted by Crosswhite (1972) from the Coopersmith.Self-

Esteem Inventory (Coopersmith,'1967) for the NLSMA. The'NLSMA scçle is

:

a behavioral mdasureoracademid'self-concept that asks students wht they

'think,andleel abo'ut their math' work, rather than how they compa.re to other

students, One item from ihiSstale' is, "I find it hard to talk in front,

of my mathematics cldss." 'Like theArookover,_the.Nicald,has eight -.

4

items. Both.instruments are scdred on a five-point scale With the value

five assigned to Vie most favorable response and'one to the least

favorable. The scores reported here are, mean scords, with possible ranges

of 1.0 to 5.0. At the beginning of the semester the correlation between

, the scales,was .65; at the end.of the semester the correlation was .19.
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Two questions assess the students' self-selected criteria of success..

The first of these.was, Nhat grade would make you feel successhl in'math?"

and the second was "What grade.p You expect togei in this class?" Students

responded to.these questions bn a fiverPoint scale (A=5, etc.). The

beginning of the semester responses to these two question in conjunction

with the actual final grades determined whether s'tuden s met Or did not

meet their self-selected criteria: The first of these criteria is referred

to here as the success criterion and the second is the grade expectation

criterion. The correlation between these two items was ..32 at both the

beginning and end of the semester.

RESULTS

Table 1 contains Vie mean pretet and posttest scores on the two

academic ielf-concept scales for students who met the two criteria of

success as well as for students who did not meet these cOteria. (The

n's reported, in the 'table are smaller than'the n's mentioned above because

the entire sarple did not,complete all measures.) About 38% of the

.entire sample"met the success criterion. These studentS, primarily A and

B students,,exhibited a mean positive change from the beginning of the

semester to the end of the semester equivalent to 1.4 standard, deviations

s,

on the Brookover pretest distribution, and 0.8 standird deviations 'on the

NLSMA pretest distribution'. The students who did not meet-this criterion

of success made very little change in affect from the pretest to the pesitest.

. Tables 1 and 2 about here

1Table 2 contains statistical tests of significance. The data were analyzed

accordingtoatwo=factorilesign tg nne,between,*ubjcc t /actor (criterion--

met or unmet) and one withtg-subject factor (preiest,.posttest), using a

multivariate model (Finn, 1977).
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Similar eesults are apparent in relation to the grade expectation

criterion, ('ii,lhat.grade do you expect to ge in thii class?"). A far

/greater propqrtion of students (53%) met this criterion than met the

success cilterion. The students who met their grade expectations changed

1.1 standard deviation units on the Brookover, and 0.5 bn the NLSMA.

Students. who di.d not meet their grade expectation showed a slight negative

change in affect.

Students display the same pattern
>

of affective responses'on two

academic self-concept scales in relation to two self,.selected criteria
4

of succdss. The students who met their criteria have increased positive

affect and the students'ko failed to meet their criteria showed little

or no affeetive.change.

Since the students answered the two self-selected criteria at the

end as well as at the beginning of the semester, these scores can be .

e'

examined-to see Whether they changed as a result of being met or not)

...In other Wbrds, did the students adjust their criteria of success in

accordance with their actual performance at the end of the semester?

Table 1 also shows the mean beginning and.end-of-semester scOres on,

the two self-selected criteria for students who met each criterion and for

those who did not. The first group of students (Met Criteria) raised

these crittria at therend of the semester over their,Anitial criteria at

\
the.beginning of the semester. The second group of students had much lower

criterid at the end of the semester than they did at the beginning. The

"successful" students raise their criteria while the "unsuccessful" lower

theirs.

-7--Althaugh the stddents.who failed to achieve as yell as.they_hdd expected,
6

or at levels that they said would make them feel successful, did not lower
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their academic self-concept scorei (see Table 1), they did lower these

criteria for success. These students have adjusted their standards of .

accomplishment to maintain a greater consistency among achievement, affect,

and the individually chosen criteria of success.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

In sum; the results of theistudy.showed that studentsswho did as well

or better thAn they wanted to or expected to displayed increased academic

seTf-concept, and raised their-expectations for themselves. Students who

did not meet their criteria for success showed no changes in academic

self-concept but adjusted their criteria for success. Other studies

(Kifer, 1975) have,shown that over,longer periods/of time unsuccessful

students show an apparently inexorable decline in self-Concept. These

community college students seem to have reconcljed the inconsistency

between achievement and affect by lowering their own standards and,

expectations instead of lowering their academic self-concepts. This may

be interpreted as a mechanism representing mature coping behavior

(Abatso, 1979) by adult community college students who respond to a threat

or problem (failing to meet the Nen criterion of success)-by readjusting

their criteria-for success and defending their academic self-colepts.

It is doubtful, however, that these students who failed to meet

their criteria of success will be ablesto defend their self.concepts over,

very long periods of time. Perhaps after another semester of failing.to

meet their own expectations these studenti will experience a decline in

self=concept. These 4re students who have passed their courses in an

environment of high failure rates, yet have not lived up to their own

standards or ex pectat io OITeWedudators shoul d 'address

.
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this group of students who are potentially high achieving, successful

students 1Wi-th good instruction these students who pass aourses but don't

meet up to high expectations may join our high achieveing students; but

with neglect will jofn the failures and dropouts, experiencing clot only ,

academit failure, but perhaps also the negative self-concepts that they

avoided over the short term of this study. ,

-//
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Met
Success
Criterion

,

SucCess.
Criterion
Unmet

Met
Grade
Expegation

Grade
Expectation
Unmet

Table 1

Changes in Affect and Self-Selected Criteria

'BROOKOVER NLSMA SELF-SELECTED CRITERIAa

Preteit Posttest Pretesf 4osttest Pretest Posttest

7 3.29 3.83 3.63 -4.0e 4.45 4.81

SD AB .41 .59 .63 .67 .40

n 23 23 20 20 22 22
r

.

X .3.25 3.36 3.61 3.60 4.74 4.48

SD. .50 ;54 f55 .70 .54 .91

n
,

58 , 58
,

47 47 46z 46

7 3.11 3.61H 3.52 3.82 3.71 4.16

SD .47 .56 .57 .74 .61 - .79

n .42 .42 37 37 . 38 38

X 3.42 '3.73 3.64 4.07 3.36' ,

SD .42

.3.37

.50 .54 .66 .66 :95 ,

n, 39- 39/ 30 30 28 28
.

.

1 -*

aTbertrst.self-selected criterion is 'the success criterion
'(upper half of table) and the second is the grade expectation
criterion (loWer half of table).



1Table 2 ,e .

Summary of Statistics from Repeated Measures ANOVA and t-tes s

Groupa

Broo1over change F=5.91

(Su ess Criterion) p <.05

NLSMA change
(Success criteriog)

F=3.11
,ns

Brookover change F=0.13

(grade expectation) ns

NLSMA change f=0.01

Grade expectation) ns
.

.

Criteri-on change f=0.02
(Success criterion) riss

,

. 1
Criterion change

)

F-1.84

Gride ex ectation ns

ANOVA Results Within- Group bifferencesd

Change') Grp X Chang'ec
-Met''Criterion Criterion Unmet

'Students Students

F=20.10
p*<.01

F=11.75
p <.01

-,t=7.09

P <.01

,t=1.67

F=2.55- F=5:04 t=3.84 t=0.11

- ns P <.65 P <.01 ns.
\,, -

F=23.87 F=34.41 t=7.89 t=0.63

p <.01 p .01 p <.01 ns

..
F=2.46 F=6.33 t=3.27 t=0.64 0

. . ns. .p..(.05 .01 ns

,
,

F=0.04 f=9.12 -t=2.35 t=2.01

ns p <.01 . p <.05 <.05
.

.p

.

F=0.20 F=35.13 t=3.81 t=4.67

ns .01 <.01 .01 -

a -The group factor compares Met Criterion students to Criterion .

Unmet students.
bThe change factor compares pretestscores to posttest scores for

...N allstudents.
cThe interiction factor tests whether scores for Met Criterion students

d Tchange differently from scores of Criterion Unmet students.
The within group t-tests test the pretOet posttest differences

for met criterion and criterion unmet students separately.

r"
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